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On Aug. 12, at a rally to mark his fifth anniversary as head of the Panamanian military, Gen. Manuel
Antonio Noriega blasted the US, and asserted that in 1977 Gen. Omar Torrijos had a contingency
plan to destroy the Panama Canal if the US Senate failed to ratify the Canal treaty. In a speech
before thousands of people assembled at a military airport on the Pacific coast, Noriega ridiculed
the presence of the estimated 10,000 US troops based in Panama to defend the Canal. "The United
States thinks that by putting their soldiers inch by inch along the canal's Atlantic and Pacific coasts,
they can defend it...Not even the world's best army can defend the canal." The general said the
canal could be defended only by "those who live on its banks by the Panamanian people because
they are the owners, they are the ones who gave it life." Noriega told the crowd that Torrijos former
armed forces chief and president , had planned to blow up the Panama Canal if the 1977 treaty
negotiated with President Carter had not been approved by the US Senate. The treaty establishes
Panama's phased takeover of the waterway and the withdrawal of US troops by 1999. According
to Noriega, "If the Torrijos-Carter treaties had not been approved, Torrijos had said, `Blow up the
canal,' and these men who are here were going to blow up the canal," Noriega said. The general
mentioned no details of this alleged backup plan. Noriega also asserted that the US "signs treaties,
knowing it will violate them shamelessly." He did not provide examples of alleged violations. On
Panama's political and economic crisis, Noriega said: "The problem is not Noriega. Noriega did
not exist in 1968 or in 1976 when Torrijos confronted the (American) empire. This is not a question
of one man. It's a question of a nation...called Panama. So forget about Noriega. Perhaps Noriega
is the best of those to come. It's preferable to put up with Noriega." After promising to support
fair elections next May, Noriega declared: "You can be sure that Panama's next president will be
democratically elected and will not be imposed either by the army or by the scandal-tainted politics
of Washington." Manuel Solis Palma, who took over as president after Noriega ousted Eric Arturo
Delvalle, spoke after Noriega. He said, "Panama's enemies were hoping that today the birth of a
socialist state would be announced that General Noriega's retirement would be announced, that
today so many things which they want us to do would be announced because they are longing for
the power to exploit Panama." While Noriega and Solis Palma spoke, the crowd chanted, "Long live
Noriega!" and "Yankees, Go Home!" (Basic data from AP, 08/12/88)
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